THE  ENGLISH  RENAISSANCE

CHAPTER I

RENAISSANCE AND REFORMATION
HUMANISM

/CHRISTIAN Europe in the Middle Ages lived, as it
Vxfwere, within a magic circle. Geographically the circle
was closed on the north by the frozen seas, on the west by the
Atlantic and on the south and east by the Mohammedan
power. The medieval conception of the universe, too, was the
closed system of Ptolemy with the earth at the centre and the
heavenly bodies fixed to solid spheres revolving round it.
Intellectually the boundaries were determined by the fact
that all books were written by hand, whereby literary culture
was thus confined to a very limited class. The same metaphor
can be applied to the world of the spirit which was fenced in
on all sides by the strong barriers of Catholic orthodoxy. This
closed and limited world had originally been a refuge for the
peoples of Europe after the collapse of the Roman Empire and
the chaos that followed. Within its bounds a great civilisation
had arisen in the West. It was the civilisation that has left us
the Gothic cathedrals, the ancient universities, the painting
of the Italian and Flemish "primitives", the teaching of St.
Francis, the philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas and the
Schoolmen, and the poetry of Dante and Chaucer. But in the
fifteenth century that civilisation, though still producing
much that was admirable in art, in learning and in religion
was decaying from within. Individualism and nationalism,
two new and rapidly growing forces, were beginning to sap
the foundations of the communal and international organisa-
tion of medieval society. The Holy Roman Empire, which
had attempted to unite Christendom, had failed hopelessly as
a political force. The Church, though enormously wealthy
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